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FEMALE     S.UFFEAGE. 


1,  Ci-RLTON  Gardens, 
April  11,  1892. 

Dear  Mr.  Samuel  Smith, 

In  reply  to  your  letter,  I  cannot  but  express  the 
hope  that  the  House  of  Commons  will  not  consent  to  the 
second  reading  of  the  Bill  for  Extending  the  Parlia- 
mentary Suffrage  to  Women,  which  will  come  before  it 

on  the  27th  instant. 

» 

The  Bill  is  a  narrow  Bill,  inasmuch  as  it  excludes 
from  its  operation  the  entire  body  of  married  women; 
who  are  not  less  reflective,  intelligent,  and  virtuous, 
than  their  unmarried  sisters,  and  who  must  I  think  be 
superior  in  another  great  element  of  fitness,  namely  the 
lifelong  habit  of  responsible  action.  If  this  change  is 
to  be  made,  I  certainly  have  doubts,  not  yet  dispelled, 
whether  it  ought  to  be  made  in  the  shape  which  would 
thus  be  given  to  it  by  a  halting  and  inconsistent 
measure. 

But  it  is  a  change  which  obviously,  and  apart  from 
disputable  matter,  ought  not  to  be  made  without  the 
fullest  consideration  and  the  most  deliberate  assent  of 
the  nation  as  well  as  of  the  Parliament.  Not  only  has 
there  been  no  such  assent,  but  there  has  not  been  even  an 
approach  to  such  consideration.  The  subject  has  occupied 
a  large  place  in  the  minds  of  many  thoughtful  persons, 
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and  of  these  a  portion  have  become  its  zealous  adherents. 
Just  weight  should  be  allowed  to  their  sentiments,  and  it 
is  desirable  that  the  arguments  on  both  sides  should  be 
carefully  and  generally  scrutinised  :  but  the  subject  is  as 
yet  only  sectional,  and  has  not  really  been  taken  into 
view  by  the  public  mind  at  large.  Can  it  be  right, 
under  these  circumstances,  that  the  principle  of  a  change 
so  profound  should  be  adopted?  Cannot  its  promoters 
be  content  with  that  continuance  and  extension  of  dis- 
cussion, which  alone  can  adequately  sift  the  true  merits  of 
their  cause  ? 

I  offer  this  suggestion  in  the  face  of  the  coming 
Election.  I  am  aware  that  no  legitimate  or  effectual  use 
can  be  made  of  it  for  carrying  to  an  issue  a  question  at 
once  so  great  and  so  novel;  but  I  do  not  doubt,  con- 
sidering the  zeal  and  ability  which  are  enlisted  in  its 
favour,  that  the  occasion  might  be  made  available  for 
procuring  an  increase  of  attention  to  the  subject,  which  I 
join  with  them  in  earnestly  desiring. 

There  are  very  special  reasons  for  circumspection  in 
this  particular  case.  There  has  never  within  my  know- 
ledge been  a  case  in  which  the  franchise  has  been 
extended  to  a  large  body  of  persons  generally  indifferent 
about  receiving  it.  But  here,  in  addition  to  a  widespread 
indifference,  there  is  on  the  part  of  large  numbers  of 
women  who  have  considered  the  matter  for  themselves, 
the  most  positive  objection  and  strong  disapprobation. 
Is  it  not  clear  to  every  unbiassed  mind  that  before 
forcing  on  them  what  they  conceive  to  be  a  fundamental 
change  in  their  whole  social  function,  that  is  to  say  in 
their  Providential  calling,  at  least  it  should  be  ascer- 
tained that  the  womanly  mind  of  the  country,  at  present 
so   largely  strange  to  the   subject,  is  in  dverwhelming 
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proportion,  and  with  deliberate  purpose,  set  upon  securing 
it? 

I  speak  of  the  change  as  being  a  fundamental  change 
in  the  whole  social  function  of  woman,  because  I  am 
bound  in  considering  this  Bill  to  take  into  view  not 
only  what  it  enacts,  but  what  it  involves.  The  first  of 
these,  though  important,  is  small  in  comparison  with  the 
last. 

What  the  Bill  enacts  is  simply  to  place  the  individual 
woman  on  the  same  footing  in  regard  to  Parliamentary 
elections,  as  the  individual  man.  She  is  to  vote,  she  is  to 
propose  or  nominate,  she  is  to  be  designated  by  the  law 
as  competent  to  use  and  to  direct,  with  advantage  not 
only  to  the  community  but  to  herself,  all  those  public 
agencies  which  belong  to  our  system  of  Parliamentary 
representation.  She,  not  the  individual  woman,  marked 
by  special  tastes,  possessed  of  special  gifts,  but  the  woman 
as  such,  is  by  this  change  to  be  plenarily  launched  into 
the  whirlpool  of  public  life,  such  as  it  is  in  the  nineteenth, 
and  such  as  it  is  to  be  in  the  twentieth  century. 

So  much  for  what  the  Bill  enacts :  now  for  what  it 
involves,  and  involves  in  the  way  of  fair  and  rational, 
and  therefore  of  morally  necessary,  consequence.  For  a 
long  time  we  drew  a  distinction  between  competency  to 
vote  and  competency  to  sit  in  Parliament.  But  long 
before  our  electorate  had  attained  to  the  present  popular 
proportions,  this  distinction  was  felt  to  involve  a  palpable 
inconsistency,  and  accordingly  it  died  away.  It  surely 
cannot  be  revived  :  and  if  it  cannot  be  revived,  then  the 
woman's  vote  carries  with  it,  whether  by  the  same  Bill 
or  by  a  consequential  Bill,  the  woman's  seat  in  Parliament. 
These  assertions  ought  to  be  strictly  tested.  But,  if  they 
cannot  be  confuted,  do  not  let  them  be  ignored. 
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If  the  woman's  vote  carries  with  it  the  woman's  seat, 
have  we  at  this  point  reached  our  terminus,  and  found  a 
standing  ground  which  we  can  in  reason  and  in  justice 
regard  as  final  ?  Capacity  to  sit  in  the  House  of  Com- 
mons now  legally  and  practically  draws  in  its  train 
capacity  to  fill  every  office  in  the  State.  Can  we  alter 
this  rule  and  determine  to  have  two  categories  of  Mem- 
bers of  Parliament,  one  of  them,  the  established  and  the 
larger  one,  consisting  of  persons  who  can  travel  without 
check  along  all  the  lines  of  public  duty  and  honour,  the 
other,  the  novel  and  the  smaller  one,  stamped  with 
disability  for  the  discharge  of  executive,  administrative, 
judicial,  or  other  public  duty  ?  Such  a  stamp  would  I 
apprehend  be  a  brand.  There  is  nothing  more  odious, 
nothing  more  untenable,  than  an  inequality  in  legal 
privilege  which  does  not  stand  upon  some  principle  in 
its  nature  broad  and  clear.  Is  there  here  such  a 
principle,  adequate  to  show  that  when  capacity  to 
sit  in  Parliament  has  been  established,  the  title  to  dis- 
charge executive  and  judicial  duty  can  be  withheld? 
Tried  by  the  test  of  feeling,  the  distinction  would  be 
ofi'ensive.  Would  it  stand  better  under  the  laws  of 
logic  ?  It  would  stand  still  worse,  if  worse  be  possible. 
For  the  proposition  we  should  have  to  maintain  would 
be  this.  The  legislative  duty  is  the  highest  of  all  public 
duties  ;  for  this  we  admit  your  fitness.  Executive  and 
judicial  duties  rank  below  it :  and  for  these  we  declare 
you  unfit. 

I  think  it  impossible  to  deny  that  there  have  been 
and  are  women  individually  fit  for  any  public  office 
however  masculine  its  character ;  just  as  there  are 
persons  under  the  age  of  twenty-one  better  fitted  than 
many  of  those  beyond  it  for  the  discharge  of  the  duties 
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of  full  citizenship.  In  neither  case  does  the  argument 
derived  from  exceptional  instances  seem  to  justify  the 
abolition  of  the  general  rule.  But  the  risks  involved  in 
the  two  suppositions  are  immeasurably  different.  In  the 
one,  individual  judgment  and  authority  plainly  would 
have  to  distinguish  between  childhood  and  manhood,  and 
to  specify  a  criterion  of  competency  in  each  case,  which 
is  now  more  conveniently  fixed  by  the  uniformity  of  law. 
In  the  other,  a  permanent  and  vast  difference  of  type 
has  been  impressed  upon  women  and  men  respectively 
by  the  Maker  of  both.  Their  differences  of  social  office 
rest  mainly  upon  causes,  not  flexible  and  elastic  like  most 
mental  qualities,  but  physical  and  in  their  nature  un- 
changeable. I  for  one  am  not  prepared  to  say  which  of 
the  two  sexes  has  the  higher  and  which  has  the  lower 
province.  But  I  recognize  the  subtle  and  profound 
character  of  the  differences  between  them,  and  I  must 
again,  and  again,  and  again,  deliberate  before  aiding  in 
the  issue  of  what  seems  an  invitation  by  public  authority 
to  the  one  to  renounce  as  far  as  possible  its  own  office,  in 
order  to  assume  that  of  the  other.  I  am  not  without  the 
fear  lest  beginning  with  the  State^  we  should  eventually 
be  found  to  have  intruded  into  what  is  yet  more  funda- 
mental and  more  sacred,  the  precinct  of  the  family,  and 
should  dislocate,  or  injuriously  modify,  the  relations  of 
domestic  life. 

As  this  is  not  a  party  question,  or  a  class  question,  so 
neither  is  it  a  sex  question.  I  have  no  fear  lest  the 
woman  should  encroach  upon  the  power  of  the  man. 
The  fear  I  have  is,  lest  we  should  invite  her  unwittingly 
to  trespass  upon  the  delicacy,  the  purity,  the  refinement, 
the  elevation  of  her  own  nature,  which  are  the  present 
sources  of  its  power.      I  admit  that  we  have  often,  as 
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legislators,  been  most  unfaithful  guardians  of  her  rights  to 
moral  and  social  equality.  And  I  do  not  say  that  full 
justice  has  in  all  things  yet  been  done ;  but  such  great 
progress  has  been  made  in  most  things,  that  in  regard  to 
what  may  still  remain  the  necessity  for  violent  remedies 
has  not  yet  been  shown.  I  admit  that  in  the  Uni- 
versities, in  the  professions,  in  the  secondary  circles  of 
public  action,  we  have  already  gone  so  far  as  to  give  a 
shadow  of  plausibility  to  the  present  proposals  to  go 
farther;  but  it  is  a  shadow  only,  for  we  have  done 
nothing  that  plunges  the  woman  as  such  into  the  turmoil 
of  masculine  life.  My  disposition  is  to  do  all  for  her 
which  is  free  from  that  danger  and  reproach,  but  to  take 
no  step  in  advance  until  I  am  convinced  of  its  safety. 
The  stake  is  enormous.  The  affirmation  pleas  are  tr  my 
mind  not  clear,  and,  even  if  I  thought  them  clearer,  I 
should  deny  that  they  were  pressing. 

Such  being  the  state  of  the  evidence,  and  also  such 
the  immaturity  of  the  public  mind,  I  earnestly  hope  that 
the  House  of  Commons  will  decline  to  give  a  second 
reading  to  the  Woman's  Suffrage  Bill. 

I  remain,  dear  Mr.  S.  Smith, 

Very  faithfully  yours, 

W.  E.  GLADSTONE. 


